Introduction
Together with the rest of the 'academy', archaeology is widely recognised as a product of colonial Western ideology and discourse. Indeed, identifying the influences of this history has brought about important and positive insights and ongoing discussions about the applicability of post-colonial thought to different aspects of archaeology ( Liebmann & Rizvi 2008; Gosden 2012; Hamilakis 2012; Lydon & Rizvi 2012 ). Despite such significant interventions, however, there is comparatively little engagement with post-colonial approaches in the fields traditionally concerned with human origins or human evolution. We argue here that post-colonial perspectives can provide critical insights into the historical and political dimensions of any understanding of the human past, and can shed light on the assumptions that form the basis of contemporary research. As post-colonial thought affects the heart of Western science, we argue that it should be of critical importance to Palaeolithic archaeology and human evolutionary studies, as well as to more recent periods.
Firstly, we analyse the main underlying structures of the most widely accepted view of human origins, and highlight key neglected aspects of this discourse, namely the status of nature and rationality. Subsequently, we will demonstrate how these aspects are entangled in historical and ongoing political and colonial aspects of the production of knowledge.
Nature, rationality and modern human origins
It is not necessary to provide an extensive overview of current views on the origins of modern humans, as there have been a number of recent summaries (e.g. Nowell 2010; Dennell & Porr 2014) . A central development within this vast field is the conceptual and widely accepted "decoupling of modern anatomy and modern behaviour", which was a reaction to the perceived 'lag' between the emergence of modern anatomy and modern behaviour (Nowell 2010: 438) . This development has shifted the discussion into a disciplinary territory that might be described as 'cognitive archaeology', with a heavy emphasis on behavioural aspects and archaeological signifiers at the expense of anatomical and biologicaltaxonomic aspects. Nowell (2010) has summarised the most important aspects of these discussions, and we will not repeat them here (see also Garofoli 2016) . Rather, we will concentrate on a critical analysis of a few interrelated recent examples.
In 2011, John Shea argued that the concept of behavioural modernity should be replaced by that of 'behavioural variability'. The former is supposedly a product of Western essentialism, while the latter gives the complexities and variabilities of past behaviours full recognition. As one of us (Porr 2011 ) has, however, indicated, Shea (2011 argued that this behavioural variability is best approached and understood through the application of behavioural ecological methods and analyses "to seek the cost-benefit structure of the incentives underlying particular behaviours". His suggestion of a theoretical revision was, therefore, not a revision at all, but rather a shift in essentialist reasoning in which human behaviour is still explained with reference to a fixed and supposedly universal set of assumptions (Porr 2014 ) and a Western ontology of value (Graeber 2001) .
What is neglected here is the status of nature and the status of rationality, which remain apparently non-negotiable. Consequently, the underlying relationship between nature and human behaviour remains the same, despite a contrary rhetoric, because the main elements of these arguments are reflections of deeply held attitudes and convictions in Western society. Such attitudes can be traced back well beyond the origins of modern archaeology in the nineteenth century (Thomas 2004) . Stoczkowski (2002) has convincingly shown that Western scientific approaches towards human evolution and origins continue to be driven by a number of assumptions that are treated as if they were self-evident. The most important of these are environmental determinism, materialism, utilitarianism and individualism. Elsewhere, these assumptions have been dismissed as deeply problematic, given that they reinforce a universal foundation for explanations of human behaviour (Graeber 2001 (Graeber , 2011 Descola 2013 Descola , 2014 Viveiros de Castro 2014; Marks 2015) . These critiques are fundamental challenges to the study of modern human origins, which has often been aimed at establishing the one quality that distinguishes humans from all other organisms (Proctor 2003; Malafouris 2013; Garofoli 2016) , and that evokes ideas of human 'nature' widely rejected elsewhere (Marks 2009 (Marks , 2013 (Marks , 2015 Lewens 2012; Fuentes & Visala 2016) . This discourse of human exceptionalism appears to take place largely without reflecting on the historical basis of its underlying assumptions, which are connected to the deep philosophical tradition of the West and the socio-economic conditions of the modern Western world (Sahlins 1996 (Sahlins , 2008 . Ingold (2000 Ingold ( , 2004 has emphasised this point with reference to the conceptualisation of human evolutionary processes. He has also drawn attention to the respective epistemological inconsistencies that have continued to plague the field since Darwin and Wallace assumed "a universal architecture underwriting the capacities of the human mind while attributing the evolution of these capacities to a theory-of variation under natural selection-that only works because the individuals of a species are endlessly variable" (Ingold 2010: 514) .
The importance of these observations is that numerous authors have for some time made clear the imperialist and colonialist dimensions of this structure. Behind the assumption of a universal human nature, formulated within a framework of environmental determinism, materialism, utilitarianism and individualism "lie the longstanding imperialist conceits of a Western science that has written the essence of humanity in its own image, and that measures other people by how far they have come in living up to it" (Ingold 2004: 218) . Similarly, Descola (2014: 279) has sought to challenge and reject the Western ontological orientation of naturalism and exceptionalism, where the latter is formulated in culturally specific Western terms.
But can it really be that simple? Is the scientific engagement with other cultures, other ways of being and the reconstruction of these in the past nothing but an imposition of a particular, historically determined ontology and respective epistemology? Certainly not: it is much more complicated than this. Over recent decades, numerous authors have explicated the wide range of interdependencies during the colonial period and demonstrated how these have created complex dialectic relationships on numerous levels between Western and nonWestern cultures (Wolf 1982; Fabian 1983; Said 1994 Said , 1995 . As mentioned above, it is widely accepted that these historical contingencies have deeply influenced archaeological reasoning and interpretations. It is also, however, certainly the case that these aspects have not been reflected upon substantially, nor have such interdependencies been challenged in the study of human origins and evolution.
The colonial construction of Indigenous Australia and the sapient paradox
Let us illustrate these interrelationships in a brief case study regarding the ongoing entanglements of ideas about human origins and the colonial dimensions of typical Western thought. Considering such historical connections is an important first step in any analysis aimed towards decolonising. In this case study, we juxtapose aspects of the colonial engagement in Australia with some key aspects of the recent debate about so-called modern human origins/behavioural modernity.
The work of Anderson is particularly important for understanding how the colonial encounter in Australia during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries shaped notions of race and, accordingly, ideas about human universality, diversity, origins and nature (Anderson 2007 (Anderson , 2014 Anderson & Perrin 2007 ; see also McNiven & Russell 2005) . The very first description of Indigenous Australians by William Dampier in the late seventeenth century as 'the miserablest people in the world' immediately referenced the European Enlightenment discourse about humanness and supposedly fundamental defining human characteristics. Anderson and Perrin (2007: 19) emphasised that Indigenous peoples' supposed "utter lack of improvement and, most significantly, their failure to have cultivated the land, ensured their singular place in nineteenth-century racial discourse". Subsequent encounters between the British and the Indigenous peoples of Australia were framed by the former within a discourse that assumed humanity's essence to be in a "capacity to rise above nature", and to use this capacity to transform the land through cultivation and to make proper and the most efficient use of its resources:
The colonial concept of Australia's 'idle acres' drew on notions of perfectibility and related ones in Locke's writings, of improvement, resided in the civilizational doctrine that the destiny of humanity would be realised through a developmental course of agency over the inert world of objects in nature (Anderson 2007: 95) . As colonial engagement proceeded, more doubts emerged concerning Indigenous Australians' capacity to become 'civilised', but also, more fundamentally, doubts emerged about the possibility of perfectibility in humanity. The perceived failure to 'civilise' Indigenous peoples in Australia challenged the idea of the unity of humanity and the measures that were supposed to mark human exceptionality. This conceptual crisis and insecurity supported the rise of racism in this context: "The intractable Aborigine supplied seemingly irrefutable evidence for an essential, permanent and innate racial difference, and so came to provide the strongest support for those who maintained the intrinsic inferiority of the 'dark-skinned' races" (Anderson & Perrin 2007: 21) .
One could expect that this trend towards physical or materialistic explanations of human difference was further emphasised during the course of the nineteenth century, in which humanity "was increasingly seen as embedded within processes that shaped all life on earth, human and non-human" at the expense of "divine accounts of human origins and history" (Anderson 2007: 146) . Paradoxically, both Darwin and Wallace-as the main proponents of the development of increasingly naturalistic accounts of human origins-almost desperately tried to reassert an essential human exceptionality in the face of the most extraordinary conceptual and factual challenges (Porr 2014) . The important issue here is how this paradox was addressed. A key element of the solution was that universal human evolution became figured as a 'split' process such that on the one hand, there was a sphere of cultural evolution identified with consciousness and intellect, and on the other hand, a sphere of biological evolution associated with an infrastructural physical or animal base (Anderson 2007: 147) . Not surprisingly, Indigenous Australians (and, infamously, those from Tasmania) were regarded to be closer than any other living population to this very intersection because they were thought to fulfil all requirements, both racially and culturally/technologically. In fact, when non-human (Neanderthal) remains were first discovered in 1857 they were immediately compared to contemporaneous Indigenous Australians, including most notably by Huxley (McNiven & Russell 2005: 58-59 ). In the post-Darwinian period, it was assumed that 'culture' was a trait that was shared by all humans. Culture was also the defining trait of humanity's separation from nature, and it was regarded as being reflective of 'power' and 'agency' over nature. Accordingly, the persistence of Indigenous Australians with their seemingly simple technologies remained puzzling, and they remained "in some perplexing sense, a human anomaly" because they had failed to "adequately [realise] their own humanity 'as human'" (Anderson 2007: 150) .
These concerns are all related in complex ways to a range of core elements of the Western intellectual tradition that can be traced back to Classical times. Central to this are questions concerning the fundamental character of human being, human exceptionality and humanity's relationship to nature. In Classical Greek thought, humans were regarded as a part of nature. For Aristotle, humans were distinguished from all other creatures by their essential capacity for reason and their ability to understand the universal laws and structure of the universe (Descola 2013: 65) . Equally, for Plato, human beings were ultimately characterised by an immortal soul separated from the mundane and physical world, which was primed to understand the actual and true characteristics of reality (Whitmarsh 2015: 133-35) . Under the influence of Christianity, the theme of a division between an immortal soul and the material world (that encompassed the human body) became transformed and extended. Humans became external to nature and superior to it. Humanity's exceptionality is here related to a divine connection and, ultimately, its supernatural origin (Descola 2013: 67) . This view, however, also created a tension that separated the human body from its own immaterial soul. During the Enlightenment, the place of non-European people in the natural order (the Great Chain of Being) was approached through a distinction between "an 'intellectual' series identified with Mind/Soul, and the 'sensible' series identified with Body/Brute", so that "savagery resided within all humans, as well as being embodied as certain humans" (Anderson 2007: 40) . Consequently, the crucial development during the Enlightenment period was that it was not the possession of specific attributes that was seen as the source of human distinction; rather, the latter was the movement away from or out of nature (Anderson 2007: 42) .
Another critical point to make is how the logic of realising human capacity is reflected in the great nineteenth-century antiquarian interest in collecting and comparing tools from across the world (Griffiths 1996; McNiven & Russell 2005; Taylor 2017 ). Material culture items became reflections of the degree of freedom that different cultures and people had achieved from nature. Australian artefacts were, of course, of particular interest, because they were regarded as being closest to nature itself. As Pitt-Rivers explained, "the weapons of the Australians have found their place lowest in the scale because they assimilate most closely the natural forms" (quoted in Anderson 2007: 165) . This interpretation of stone tools is further reflective of the interpretation of their makers as being as close as possible to the intersection between natural and cultural evolution, at the origin of humanity. Lubbock, in his 1865 Prehistoric times, for example, formalised Indigenous Australians as 'living fossils', and used their stone tools as a measure of the "ancientness of 'savages'" (quoted in McNiven & Russell 2005: 62-63) . A key point McNiven and Russell (2005: 86) have made in regard to such comparisons is that they were not innocuous scholarly debates, but actually had devastating consequences for Indigenous peoples, as they "fulfilled an ideological demand for broad conceptual frameworks that helped to naturalise the colonial expropriation of Indigenous lands and extermination of Indigenous peoples".
Although it is not possible to provide a deeper analysis in this paper, there are a considerable number of continuities between the understanding of human origins that was developed within the framework of colonialism discussed above, and recent understandings of so-called modern human origins. The most significant similarity appears to be the parallel distinction between a natural and cultural evolution in the one case, and between anatomical and behavioural modernity in the other. This parallelism leads to some striking similarities between the interpretation of the 'paradox' of Indigenous Australians (as outlined above) and those populations known archaeologically that were supposedly equally close to the origin of humanity.
Mellars (2006) noted, for example, that some of the earliest anatomically modern skeletons in the Near East and Ethiopia are associated with clear symbolic expressions, but only with strictly archaic, Middle Palaeolithic technologies. As such, these populations were not technologically and socio-economically equipped to "withstand competition from the long-established Neanderthal populations of Eurasia" (Mellars 2006: 9385) . Consequently, Mellars (2006: 9385) was puzzled by the lack of complex technological and other behavioural patterns in these populations, even though it has to be concluded that they were already in possession of the "necessary cognitive potentials". Henshilwood (2007: 123) argued a similar point in his elaboration of the concept of "fully symbolic sapiens behaviour". He stated that "the change to anatomical modernity may not have been accompanied by behaviour that was mediated by symbolism although it could be argued that the capacity for this behaviour was already in place". At the same time, being symbolically literate is supposed to be the defining aspect of "fully symbolic sapiens behaviour", that is to say "it is the use of symbolism to mediate behaviour that is paramount and not symbolic thought alone or the capacity for symbolism" (Henshilwood 2007: 124 ; emphasis added).
The most explicit formulation and elaboration in this direction has been provided by Renfrew, who introduced the term 'sapient paradox' in this context (Renfrew 1996) . He distinguished successive 'speciation' and 'tectonic' phases in human evolution. The former comprises the time when "in biological, i.e. genetic, terms the evolution of our species [was] effectively accomplished", which also included "the same capacity for complex speech" (Renfrew 2008 (Renfrew : 2042 . This phase apparently came to an end around 60 000 years ago. The following phase saw then "the True Human Revolution" with the rise of sedentary communities and agriculture, "which in some areas soon led to the rise of urban life and of state societies and indeed to the rise of literacy" (Renfrew 2008 (Renfrew : 2043 . He termed this phase 'tectonic' with reference to the Greek word for carpenter or builder, which very much reflects his focus on post-Neolithic developments. The paradox existed for Renfrew, therefore, in the long time lag between the development of the 'biological hardware' and the respective 'software'-the skills that allowed the 'Sedentary Revolution' and subsequent developments:
Why did it all take so long? If the sapient phase of human evolution was accomplished some 60 000 years ago, why did it take a further 50 000 years for these sapient humans to get their act together and transform the world? That is the sapient paradox (Renfrew 2008 (Renfrew : 2043 .
In a recent survey of the debate, Nowell (2010: 441) found that "for the majority of researchers […] it is symbolic behaviour including language and codified social relationships that defines modern behaviour". This finding is consistent with the observation that most researchers today explicitly or implicitly equate behavioural modernity with the presence of a biological capacity or potential for modern or symbolically mediated thought/thinking (Porr 2014) . Apart from the fact that there is no agreement in the literature on how to recognise this capacity archaeologically, neither the possession of the capacity nor its expression in symbolic material items itself appears to be sufficient to gain full modern human status. This point is not only reflected in the cases outlined above, but also, for example, in the recent discussion about the presence of non-utilitarian and ornamental items among Neanderthal populations (Nowell 2010; Garofoli 2016: 126) .
Apparently achieving full status as a modern human can only happen through making proper use of the human capacity. The arguments presented in the context of the origins of behavioural modernity mirror almost exactly those that were made about the status of Indigenous Australians in the colonial period, which measured the appropriate use of the human capacity through technological complexity and efficient use and exploitation of 'nature'. While the supposed simplicity of the material culture of Indigenous Australians was related to their position close to the origin of humanity and their unrealised potential, the earliest modern humans are equally assumed to have needed to "gradually work out their new cognitive capacities", apparently "in much the same way as that reflected in the later emergence of fully agricultural communities" (Mellars 2006: 9385) . An increasingly efficient use of resources and an increase in complexity becomes an end in itself. These increases are assumed to be encapsulated in the essence of humanity from the very beginning. This analysis also unmasks that the defining characteristic of humanity within this scheme is, in fact, rationality and not 'culture' or 'symbolic thinking'. The latter two are rather viewed as means to enhance the former. In this way, cultural variability is effectively only regarded as secondary, and, in a very colonial fashion, silenced and suppressed.
Conclusion
The essentialist logic of current approaches towards modern human origins has been criticised in very effective ways (e.g. Ingold 2000; Malafouris 2013; Garofoli 2016) . Very little reference has been made, however, to the deep and complex historical connections that also influence this logic. The striking similarities that can be observed between attitudes towards human origins in contemporary academic debate and at the height of European colonialism are deeply concerning. With this recognition, however, it is important to emphasise that we are not talking about contemporary researchers being colonial per se, but acknowledging rather that there is a deeper and pernicious issue at play, where the assumptive basis for dealing with such apparent paradoxes requires more critical reflection. It appears that the same logic that once formed a central element in justifying European colonial exploitation is now employed to describe the origin, historical development and character of humanity altogether. In this context, it remains unacknowledged that this very logic was itself developed out of engagement with other cultures and peoples under colonial conditions. That engagement set in motion a complex, shifting and contradictory interplay between the production and reproduction of sameness and otherness. In a sense, these findings are not surprising, given that the experience and realities of colonialism have shaped European and Western life for centuries. Colonialism has become a part of the very fabric of modern existence. If colonialism has shaped our bodies, tastes, passions and desires (Taussig 1993 (Taussig , 2009 ), it should not come as a surprise that it also shaped our understanding of nature and what it means to be human. Rizvi (2015: 156) has argued that decolonisation in archaeology has to be a "process by which the internal and systemic contradictions within archaeological methodology, stemming from a colonial history, are made transparent". Although Palaeolithic archaeology might not appear to be the most pressing location for decolonisation efforts in the contemporary world, it is the field of study that is focused most explicitly on understanding what it is to be and become human. We should all be concerned if this research is affected by trajectories and paradoxes that lead us into modernity's opaque heart of darkness.
